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L'Imfosta progressiva, indagini di storia e d'economia delta 
finanza. Di E. Mas^-Dari. Turin, 1897. 

This is one of the most erudite works on taxation that has ever 
appeared in any language. It contains no less than 727 closely 
printed, large octavo pages, which fairly bristle with footnotes and 
references — an amount of solid reading matter which may well 
appall the most intrepid reader. Every authority or writer upon pro- 
gressive taxation (and by an actual count of the names in the author's 
index it appears that there are just 726 of them) seems to have been 
consulted, and each work is reviewed in its proper place. These cita- 
tions are generally accurate, although certain views are attributed 
(p. 304, note 1) to Professor Ely which cannot be found at the place 
referred to, and which that gentleman would probably not desire 
to father. 

In the first part of the book the author gives us the history of 
progressive taxation from the dawn of civilization in India, Carthage 
and Greece to the present day. He has searched the laws, past and 
present, of every civilized country for instances of taxes at all pro- 
gressive in their character. He finds examples, real or apparent, of 
this form of taxation in India, China, Carthage, Tyre and Palestine, 
in Greece and Rome, and in every country in modern Europe, in 
the United States and in the English colonies. The presentation of 
this historical and descriptive material comprises the fifteen parts of 
Chapter I (pp. 1-190). 

In Chapter II (pp. 191-283) the author plunges into an exhaust- 
ive treatment of the theory of progressive taxation in history. Be- 
ginning again with Greece and Rome, he conducts the reader through 
the various theories by which from time to time and in different 
places progressive taxation has been supported. Down to the pres- 
ent century this review seems to be complete. But the numerous 
theories advanced by different authors, political parties, con- 
ventions, statesmen and parliamentary commissions during the 
present century are only briefly summarized (in ten pages) in 
this chapter, because the subsequent exposition of the author's 
own views- allows him ample opportunity to cover the same ground 
more fully. 

In Chapter III, on the relation of progressive taxation to "finan- 
cial sociology," we reach the beginning of the presentation of the 
author's own views. This continues through the following three 
chapters, on the "justifications" of progression, the "technical 



176 POLITICAL SCIENCE QUARTERLY. [Vol. XIII. 

forms " of progression, and the economic effects of progressive taxa- 
tion. An appendix of 130 pages on the economic conditions of Italy 
and the progressive tax completes the work. 

The form of the book is most unfortunate. As will be seen even 
from the brief analysis just given, there is much about it that irre- 
sistibly suggests Heine's caricature of a doctor's dissertation in the 
Harz Reise. The unfortunate form of the book is much to be 
deplored, for such an exhaustive work would be invaluable if it 
could be used as a book of reference. But this cannot be done, for 
the arrangement does not admit of it, and there is no real index. A 
running analysis of the thought is given in the table of contents ; but, 
as the paragraphs are not numbered, this affords practically no clew 
to the whereabouts of the subjects mentioned. Yet the reader who 
will not allow these superficial difficulties to hinder a nearer approach 
will be well rewarded. The thought is vigorous, and the treatment 
clear and interesting, often lively and fascinating. The subject is 
approached in a purely scientific spirit. 

The main thought of the book is this : The form which the tax 
system of any country will take depends entirely upon the political 
and economic organization of society, or, to quote his own words, 
" is an inevitable and homogeneous product of that organization " (p. 
601). The form of the tax system thus becomes mainly a question 
of expediency, and will be determined, as in the opinion of the 
author every political act is determined, by the interests of those 
classes exercising the most influence economically, and hence politi- 
cally, upon the government. This relation between the finances and 
the political and economic development is considered historically 
and theoretically under the heading "Financial Sociology." The 
thought is developed in many different directions. For example, 
he shows (p. 286) how the financial system is influenced by the 
prevailing conception of the nature of the state and of its functions, 
how by the form of the political organization (p. 292), how by eco- 
nomic conditions (p. 294). He discusses the way in which the dis- 
tribution of the burden of taxation is affected by the political power 
enjoyed by the different classes (p. 296). Something of the spirit 
of the discussion is embodied in the following sentence : 
In fact, history shows us that the progressive tax is often applied to one or 
another form of wealth, ordinarily following the victorious banner of the 
party momentarily master of public affairs, and giving to that tax the 
precise character of a weapon of faction [p. 321]. 

The various political and economic forces which have brought about 
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the exemption of the minimum of subsistence are also discussed 
under this heading. 

The " justifications " of progression that are discussed are the dif- 
ferent phases, first, of the " benefit " theory, then of the " equal sacri- 
fice or faculty " theory, and, finally, of the " socio-political " theory. 
Without following him into the details of his argument, we may note 
in passing the following important points. He considers that it is 
impracticable to measure taxation by faculty at the present stage of 
our economic life, on account of the differences in the character of 
different incomes (p. 467). His general conclusion is that 
the actual theories in favor of progressive taxation have neither an effective 
nor an absolute scientific value ; such a value does not attach to a progres- 
sive rate more than to a proportional one. . . . The one or the other is 
born of the reaction from the preceding system [p. 603]. 

The chapter on the technical forms of progression is chiefly inter- 
esting on account of the attempt to show how in any particular case 
the limits of progression may be defined. The chapter on the eco- 
nomic effects of the progressive tax is another of those wearisome, 
" viciously abstract " discussions of the incidence of taxation, which 
will always be fruitless until we have from some source accurate sta- 
tistical pictures of each economic factor affected by a given tax, taken 
one before and one after the introduction of the tax. 

After the last chapter the appendix is very refreshing, for it does 
not contain any of those objectional generalizations just referred to, 
but is a most healthful and apparently impartial review of the pres- 
ent economic conditions of Italy, with an attempt to describe 
accurately the effects of the introduction of a progressive tax into 
the Italian system. 

One very interesting feature of the book is the consistency with 
which the subject is treated as a problem in politics, although the 
title suggests another point of view. Economic forces are usually 
treated as exercising an influence mainly through their effect upon 
political movements, and the author almost invariably begins his 
arguments by reference to the different theories of the state. 

In spite of its obvious defects in form, this book is not one to be 
slighted. It is marked by broad erudition and a profound insight 
into fundamental principles, and the views advanced are presented 
so forcibly as to command careful consideration. 

Carl C. Plehn. 

University of California. 



